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Accounting for Learners’ Positive Behavior Using a 




Based on observations of student behaviors in the EDC program and reflections as part of a 
teaching journal, this paper attempts to account for students’ positive behaviors and success in 
the context of a motivational strategies framework.  Evidence of learners’ motivation is 
examined with reference to observed motivational behavior, including attention, participation, 
and volunteering.  A motivational framework, consisting of the Language, Learner, and 
Learning Situation Levels, is then utilized to reflect upon the instructors’ practices and as a 
potential explanatory tool. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In the field of foreign/second language (L2) learning, most ESL/EFL instructors and researchers 
seem to agree that motivation is a key component in determining L2 achievement and success 
(Noels et. al, 2000).  Accordingly, the past few decades have witnessed an abundance of 
research in the area of L2 motivation.  Despite this interest and belief that motivation plays a 
crucial role in L2 learning, the number of empirical investigations examining actual motivational 
strategies in language instruction is scarce.  As such, although L2 instructors generally realize 
the importance of motivation in their classrooms and, in many cases, are familiar with theories 
and definitions of L2 learning motivation, some instructors are unaware of the numerous 
strategies that are available to them.  Further, instructors do not always consciously or 
systematically implement or consider a particular strategy as useful in motivating their students.  
Consequently, learners’ success and motivation in the classroom can lack a clear, principled 
explanation.  Further, trying to motivate learners is often an overwhelming challenge that can 
result in frustration and a lack of success.  Given the pivotal role of motivation in L2 leaning, I 
decided to reflect on and examine the role of motivational strategies as a possible explanation for 
students’ success and motivation in the L2 classroom.  These strategies can generally be thought 
of as various instructional interventions utilized by the teacher to elicit and stimulate student 
motivation (Guiloteaux & Dornyei, 2008). 
Based on initial observations of English Discussion Classes (EDC) at the start of semester 
two, I noticed that in virtually all my classes, students seemed to exhibit high levels of 
motivation as evidenced by their achievement and success in the classroom, including high 
weekly grades and test scores.  Although most classes exhibited similar characteristics, the focus 
of my specific observations and reflective journal entries and practices, were a group of learners 
consisting of seven students (4 female, 3 male), whose major is Languages.  These students 
appeared to be particularly highly motivated as evidenced by their overall positive attitude and 
various observable behaviors which resulted in their consistently high levels of achievement 
during class activities and tasks from weeks 1 through 4.  Accordingly, more specific notes 
pertaining to this class, and its perceived high level of motivation, were taken from weeks 5 to 
13 whereby their behaviors were reflected upon and summarized in some detail.  Searching for a 
plausible explanation of their positive behavior, I decided to utilize a framework consisting of 
motivational strategies in an attempt to explain the learners’ overall success and high levels of 
motivation.  The use of such a framework allowed for a high degree of speculation regarding 
motivation and allowed me to make attributions for the students’ seemingly high levels of 
motivation in an informed manner, and within the context of my teaching practices and ability to 
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provide an environment conducive to motivating learners.  As well, in a practical sense, by 
examining motivation with reference to particular strategies and techniques, there are immediate 
pedagogical implications that instructors can draw upon and utilize in their classroom practices 
to enhance overall motivation and thus, achievement in L2 learning. 
From a theoretical perspective, the precise nature of motivation can, at times, seem murky 
and confusing.  Over the years, numerous scholars have attempted to define L2 learning 
motivation with the result that although there are plenty of definitions, there appears to be some 
disagreement regarding them and an absence of a consensus on a definition.   For example, 
Gardner (1985) asserts that motivation consists of an integrative and instrumental orientation 
and is composed of four elements: a goal, a desire to attain that goal, positive attitudes toward 
L2 learning, and effortful behavior.  Meanwhile, Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination 
theory suggests that motivation consists of various forms of regulation that lie along a 
continuum between self-determined (intrinsic) and controlled (extrinsic) types of motivation.  
Besides these, researchers have provided and proposed a variety of other definitions and 
theoretical frameworks to account for L2 learning and motivation including needs, 
instrumentality, expectancy, and reinforcement theories, as well as others.  From a pedagogical 
perspective, among some of the issues associated with these theoretical definitions and 
explanations are that they cannot always be easily tested and often fail to provide instructors 
with meaningful, specific, and practical ways of motivating their students (Oxford & Shearin, 
1994).  In other words, they can lack immediate and practical pedagogical implications that 
teachers can utilize. 
In response to practicing instructors’ concerns regarding the failure of motivational 
theories to provide much in the way of practical applications and guidance, a number of scholars 
have attempted to synthesize the findings and research regarding L2 motivation into suggestions 
of specific motivational strategies with immediate implications for classroom practices.  For 
instance, Oxford and Shearin (1994) examined various theories and integrated them into an 
expanded theoretical framework with practical instructional implications.  Perhaps a more useful 
synthesis, however, was suggested by Dornyei (1994) who provides some specific suggestions 
for motivating learners by outlining a comprehensive motivational construct relevant to L2 
classroom motivation comprising of three broad levels: the Language Level, the Learner Level, 
and the Learning Situation Level.  More recently, Dornyei (2001) expanded on his work by 
producing a systematic framework for motivational strategies that encompasses these levels, 
including a list of specific motivational techniques that consists of four main dimensions: 
creating basic motivational conditions, generating initial motivation, maintaining and protecting 
motivation, and encouraging positive retrospective self-evaluation.  Given the practical 
implications of this work, it is within this framework that I examined my students’ motivation 
and attempted to account for it by examining and reflecting upon both their and my own 
behavior and practices. 
DISCUSSION 
Since L2 learning motivation is an eclectic construct, determining whether students are 
motivated or lack motivation is not always clear and can be a challenging process.  This 
becomes particularly apparent when attempting to measure learners’ motivation through 
observations and as such, certain limitations exist.  Despite these limitations, in a recent study 
about the effects of motivational strategies on student motivation by Guilloteaux and Dornyei 
(2008), students’ observed behavior, including attention, participation, and volunteering, was 
found to be strongly correlated to their motivational state.  Further, the results indicated that 
instructors’ motivational practices and strategies are linked to increased levels of students’ 




motivated learning behavior and overall motivation.  Accordingly, examining and reflecting on 
my practices in the context of observed student behaviors can potentially provide a well-
informed explanation of students’ L2 learning motivation and their success in the EDC course. 
In discussing observed motivated behavior, it is useful to begin by briefly pointing out 
that during EDC lessons, my students did not exhibit any behaviors that may be construed as 
unmotivated or lacking motivation.  For instance, off-task, inattentive, or disruptive behaviors 
such as chatting, sleeping, day-dreaming, and studying another subject were generally absent.  
Conversely, students often seemed to be interested during tasks, had a positive attitude during 
lessons, and displayed behaviors that are associated with high levels of L2 learning motivation.  
In turn, their motivated behavior resulted in experiences of success and high levels of attainment 
as evidenced by their overall grades.  In all lessons, most students attained a perfect score (i.e. 4 
out of 4) for their participation and in their use of function phrases and communication skills. 
Assessing learners’ attention, participation, and volunteering during class are variables 
that can measure a student’s level of motivation and thus, can effectively be utilized as 
indicators of motivated behavior (Guilloteaux & Dornyei, 2008).  As such, these variables were 
observed from weeks 5 through 13, and were reflected upon.  Regarding attention, students 
exhibited high levels of attention during all lessons.  For example, during teacher-fronted 
activities, such as explanations, feedback, or instructions, students were observed to always be 
paying attention to the instructor by looking at the teacher, following his movements, and 
carrying out instructions as required.  The learners’ demonstrated their attention in other ways 
too, such as turning to watch other students who were contributing to various tasks.  As well, all 
students seemed to show high levels of attention and commitment during activities that required 
student-to-student interaction, including during fluency practice, function practice, preparation 
activities, and discussions.  With respect to participation, all students actively and eagerly 
participated during all aspects of the lessons.  More importantly, students took part in overall 
classroom interaction in a manner that was relatively equal, thereby allowing everyone to share 
their ideas and input.  Finally, although the requirement that students volunteer answers during 
teacher-fronted activities is not a particularly important or frequent component of EDC lessons, 
whenever given an opportunity to answer a question or to provide input, students were generally 
eager to volunteer.  In fact, whenever I asked students for their input, on most occasions, at least 
one third of the students volunteered a response without having to be coaxed.  These observed 
behaviors imply and provide powerful evidence that students were indeed motivated. 
In attempting to account for the students’ perceived high levels of motivation, I 
speculated and reflected on my overall teaching practices and classroom environment in the 
EDC program within the context of a list of motivational components categorized into three 
main theoretical dimensions as mentioned earlier: the Language Level, the Learner Level, and 
the Learning Situation Level (See Table 1).  Although all three levels are important in 
determining one’s motivational state, the Learning Situation Level can be particularly relevant 
for practicing instructors since it encompasses and is associated with situation-specific motives 
rooted in various aspects of L2 learning in a classroom setting (Dornyei & Csizer, 1998).  As 
such, by focusing much of their effort here, instructors are perhaps most likely to feel 
empowered and in control of their students’ overall motivation because they can make a direct, 
positive, and meaningful contribution through their practices, including the creation of a suitable 
environment in which motivation can be fostered and maintained.  This is particularly true 
within the EDC program since, while EDC instructors have the ability to influence the Language 
and Learner Levels, it would seem that at the Learning Situation Level they have the greatest 
opportunities to make an impact on learner motivation. 
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Table 1 Components of foreign language learning motivation 










Learning Situation Level 















Integrative motivational subsystem 
Instrumental motivational subsystem 
 
Need for achievement 
Self-confidence 
 Language use anxiety 
 Perceived L2 competence 










Direct socialization of student motivation 
 Modelling 




Norm and reward system 
Group cohesion 
Classroom goal structure 
(Dornyei, 1994, p. 78) 
A number of studies and research papers have examined specific motivational strategies 
in the context of these motivational components.  Based on an overview of relevant research and 
findings, a partial list of the following macro-strategies emerged as being effective and 
important for instructors to utilizein motivating L2 learners: proper teacher behavior, personalize 
the learning process, familiarize learners with L2-related values and culture, create a pleasant 
and relaxed atmosphere, increase and promote learners’ self-efficacy and linguistic self-
confidence, develop a good relationship with the learners, make language classes interesting, 
promote autonomy, provide motivating feedback, personalize the learning process, increase 
learners’ goal-orientedness, recognize students’ effort, and promote group cohesiveness and 
group norms (Dornyei,, 1994; Dornyei & Cxizer, 1998; Cheng & Dornyei, 2007; Guilloteaux & 
Dornyei, 2008).  Although I was unable to utilize all of these strategies, reflecting on this list 
with reference to the different levels of motivational components, and the strategies I 
successfully implemented, provided some valuable and practical insights into my students’ 
motivational state and more importantly, allowed me to account for and reasonably explain their 
motivated behaviors in the context of my teaching approach and practices. 




At the Language Level, instructors should, among other things, attempt to personalize the 
learning process and familiarize learners with l2-related values.  To the extent possible within 
the EDC program, various strategies at this level were implemented.  To begin with, whenever 
given an opportunity, I attempted to present English in general, as well as various aspects of L2-
related culture, in a positive and realistic manner.  For instance, this was done through the 
introduction of supplementary authentic materials, such as pictures, to complement lesson topics 
and by providing students with specific examples of various L2 cultural values and practices 
when appropriate.  Also, students were reminded throughout the semester of the benefits of 
learning English and students managed to increase and use English-only during lessons.  In 
terms of personalizing the learning process, EDC instructors are somewhat limited since the 
curriculum is unified and as such, instructors are unable to, for example, perform a needs 
analysis and to adjust the syllabus accordingly.  However, the EDC framework potentially 
personalizes the learning process by promoting the sharing of personal information and 
experiences among the students during various tasks and activities. 
The Learner Level of L2 motivation involves a complex of affects and cognitions that are 
responsible for relatively stable personality traits and include a need for achievement and self-
confidence (Dornyei, 1994).  At this level, some of the strategies I utilized which promote 
motivation included attempts to increase the students’ self-efficacy and confidence and the 
creation of a pleasant and relaxed atmosphere.  I attempted to create a supportive atmosphere 
that minimizes face-threatening activities, while promoting risk-taking.  Specifically, I avoided 
making any potentially face-threatening social comparisons while encouraging students to take 
risks during lessons by tolerating and avoiding an explicit focus on grammatical errors.  As well, 
I used humor in an appropriate manner and encouraged its use by students during discussions.  
At the same time, attempts to increase and maintain students’ self-efficacy and confidence 
included regularly providing praise, encouragement, and reinforcement through personal 
comments and feedback, including positive examples of students’ ideas and use of function 
phrases and communication skills.  Further, students experienced success and a sense of 
achievement through their high grades. 
With respect to the Learning Situation Level, a number of strategies that help account for 
the students’ high level of motivation were implemented.  These include measures that are 
concerned primarily with various aspects of teacher-specific and group-specific motivational 
components, including developing a good relationship with the learners, making the classes 
interesting, promoting learner autonomy, and increasing the students’ goal-orientedness.  
Although course-specific motivational components are important for instructors to consider, the 
nature of the EDC program makes their implementation challenging for instructors since a set 
curriculum must be followed.  However, perhaps students’ interest, curiosity, and attention was 
aroused by virtue of making peer interaction an integral aspect of lessons whereby seating 
arrangements and groupings were consistently changed.  As well, the manner in which 
discussion preparation activities and function phrases and communication skills were presented 
varied. 
In terms of teacher-specific motivational components, developing a good relationship 
with learners enhances learners’ affiliative motive to please the teacher and is a core requirement 
of any student-centered approach to education (Dornyei & Csizer, 1998).  As such, I made an 
effort to get know the students on a personal level by conversing about and showing an interest 
in students’ personal affairs before, during, and after lessons.  The purpose of all activities was 
made clear and explicit to the students, thereby allowing students to see the value or utility of all 
activities.  Overall, the classes appeared to be interesting for the students also.  The students 
seemed to enjoy the discussion topics and activities were varied to enhance interest throughout 
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the duration of the course.  Although promoting learner autonomy within the EDC framework 
can be difficult, certain features of the EDC program allow for and promote some degree of 
autonomy among learners.  For instance, the students are generally responsible for their own 
learning by virtue of the required student-to-student interaction during the discussions and other 
activities.  More importantly, by primarily playing a facilitative role during all lessons, I was 
able to instill the expectation that the students are responsible for their learning and success, thus 
enhancing student autonomy.  Also, motivating feedback was provided in all classes after every 
activity.  This feedback was specific and informational in nature, often including examples of 
students’ successful performance.  As well, students’ goal-orientedness was enhanced through 
goal-setting activities after each discussion whereby students were individually asked to assess 
their performance in terms of goals pertaining to function and communication skills use. 
Finally, examples of motivational strategies that were used pertaining to group-specific 
motivational components include increasing the group’s goal-orientedness, promoting the 
development of group cohesion, and using cooperative learning techniques.  Group goal-
orientedness was promoted by activities where the students discussed their goals in a group 
format.  Meanwhile, group cohesion was enhanced by using various cooperative learning 
techniques, such as frequent use of group work, and by creating situations where students were 
able to share genuine personal information with each other throughout the lesson. 
CONCLUSION 
Given the importance of motivation as a determinant of students’ success and attainment in 
language learning, practicing instructors would be well-advised to utilize a motivationally-
conscious teaching approach.  This is particularly important since motivational teaching 
practices result in tangible positive changes in learners’ overall motivational disposition and 
classroom behavior (Guilloteaux & Dornyei, 2008).  Utilizing and reflecting on our motivational 
strategies and techniques is not only a rewarding process for us as instructors, it is extremely 
beneficial in creating and maintaining high levels of motivation in our students.  Additionally, it 
can potentially be a useful tool by providing us with insight into our students’ behavior and 
motivational state and allowing us to account for students’ motivated, as well as unmotivated 
behavior.  As such, instructors ought to consider ways in which they can apply motivational 
strategies systematically and in a context-appropriate manner. 
To provide a more comprehensive picture and analysis of how the use of motivational 
strategies impacts learner motivation, future research in this area must be more systematic in 
nature by incorporating a more accurate measure of students’ motivational dispositions.  This 
can be achieved through more precise observations of instructors’ behavior, as well as by 
measuring the students’ course-specific motivation at the start and end of the course by using a 
self-report quantitative instrument specifically designed for such a purpose. 
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